


This informs students’ dispositions, which – alongside knowledge, skills and behaviours – support 
proficiency (ACARA, 2024c). This explainer explores the Australian Curriculum proficiency strands 
alongside productive dispositions, as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1: Maths proficiency strands
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Figure 2: Example of breaking up and sequencing maths content
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Promote oral and written language development together with maths 
proficiency
Early literacy skills are markers of future success in both literacy and numeracy (Jackson et al., 2023). 
Language and literacy skills – particularly understanding and using oral and written mathematical 
language – are critical for developing maths proficiency (Espinas & Fuchs, 2022; Riccomini et al., 2015; 
Warren & Miller, 2013). Reading and interpreting word problems place the brain under cognitive load 
before any maths has even taken place, especially if language contexts and examples aren’t familiar 
or culturally relevant to students. Teachers should seek to develop students’ skills in understanding 
and using mathematical language. Domain-specific mathematical language should be taught in the 
context of lessons, as worded problems may not unpack this language explicitly. Oral communication is 
also relevant to learning maths, including speaking and listening, as well as understanding vocabulary. 
Teaching mathematical language orally can be supported by using rich mathematical representations, 
including visual models and examples (McDonald et al., 2011; Miller & Armour, 2021).

Teachers need to be aware of potential differences in mathematical terms between Standard Australian 
English and other languages, including First Nations languages (Edmonds-Wathen et al., 2014). Students and 
their dispositions towards learning maths can benefit from using resources that start from a student’s 
home language (which may or may not be Standard Australian English) and culture, and then make clear 
any explicit connections with mathematical terms (Jorgensen, 2015; Jorgensen [Zevenbergen], 2016; 
Miller & Armour, 2021). Barriers relating to language, as well as the context and culture of learning, can 
also be addressed by using culturally appropriate resources when learning maths (Miller et al., 2023). 
Scaffolds that provide access to meaning through multiple sources, including visual, aural and print 
sources, are most effective (Centre for Education Statistics and Evaluation, 2021). Mathematical tasks 
that are linked to a variety of real-world applications – and thinking aloud to make these connections 
transparent during teaching – can help students recognise applications and underlying patterns for 
the diverse ways they can apply mathematical procedures (Collins et al., 1991). 

Implications for policy and practice
 • Evidence-based teaching practices (such as those described in AERO’s model of learning and 

teaching) are required in all maths classrooms to align with the processes of acquiring, retaining, 
retrieving and consolidating learning. Teachers need both general pedagogical knowledge and 
specific mathematical content knowledge to execute these practices effectively.

 • Screening students early and often can ensure that students receive targeted and timely 
interventions. Early intervention and maths support is critical to ensure all children can experience 
success and thereby develop positive dispositions for learning.

 • Curriculum development should sequence learning appropriate to the hierarchical, cumulative 
nature of maths. Teaching and learning plans should first explicitly teach related skills and knowledge 
and give opportunities to practise. Open and complex tasks with many possible paths to solutions 
should follow.

 • Language requirements of mathematical tasks must be recognised, planned for, explicitly taught 
and, when students are ready, connected to real-world, relevant and context-specific learning 
opportunities. This should be reflected in curriculum resources and teaching and learning programs 
and materials.
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